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Elaine and Gary Ostrander spent
their youth in New Jersey and New
York before heading to Nebraska for
their teen years and eventually
Washington State for High School
and college, as their father moved
around in library administration.
Elaine was an undergraduate  at
the University of Washington, a
graduate student at the Oregon
Health Sciences University and a
postdoc with James Wang at
Harvard, studying DNA supercoiling.
She next went to Berkeley, where
she began the canine genome
project, initiating the meiotic linkage
map and working on human
chromosome 21 at the Lawrence
Berkeley National Labs. In 1993 she
moved to the Fred Hutchinson
Cancer Research Center where she
is now a Member of the Divisions of
Clinical Research and Human
Biology. She is also an Affiliate
Professor of Genome Sciences and
Biology at the University of
Washington, and heads the Program
in Genetics at the Hutchinson
Center.
Gary completed his
undergraduate degree in Biology at
Seattle University, a M.S. degree at
Illinois State University and a Ph.D at
the University of Washington in
Ocean and Fisheries Science. He
went on to be a postdoc in the
Department of Pathology at the
University of Washington Medical
School while being mentored by
Senitroh Hakomori of the Fred
Hutchinson Cancer Research Center
and Eric Holmes of the Pacific
Northwest Research Foundation. His
work focused on using novel
aspects of the biology of fishes to
address fundamental questions
about cancer. He subsequently held
both faculty and administrative
positions at Oklahoma State
University. Since 1996, he has been
at the Johns Hopkins University,
where he currently holds academic
appointments in the Departments of
Biology and Comparative Medicine
and is the Associate Provost for
Research.
How is it that the two of you
ended up in essentially the
same field?
Gary: Elaine and I were not
particularly close during our
college and postdoc years, as our
personal lives were on different
paths — though we completed
graduate school within a year of
each other, my son is now 23 and
her daughter is only 2! We would
go years without seeing each
other, as we lived on opposite
sides of the country. My scientific
interests have always been broad,
and my serendipitous start in
cancer research came when my
PhD advisor died and Senitroh
Hakimori hired me back as a part-
time technician; during this time I
partnered with one of his postdocs
to write a grant focussing on liver
cancer in English Sole in Puget
Sound as a model for
understanding cancer in all
species. This opportunity funded
my postdoc and was a springboard
to my first faculty position.
Elaine: It is a mystery to me. I
knew by the time I was done with
freshman biology in high school
that I wanted to be an
experimentalist, which meant I got
to do something new every day.
My graduate work on SV40
chromatin structure and DNA
structure led me to work on
transcription. Then in the late
1980s, with the explosion of
information coming from the
human genome project, I knew I
wanted to switch fields and do
something that took me into the
world of genetics and genomics.
The dog work accomplished that:
hardly anyone was working on
dogs at the time, and we got to
define the field, its goals and
culture. Several years later, when
Kerstin Lindblad-Toh and I wrote
the white paper requesting funds
to sequence the dog genome, it
was amazing to see how far the
field had come in such a short
time: from a map of 150 markers in
1995, to a map of several
thousand in just five short years,
and the 7x genome sequence
about to be generated on top of
that. Once I joined the Fred
Hutchinson Cancer Research
Center, I included cancer
susceptibility genes as a major
focus of my work.
How did your parents influence
you?
Elaine: Neither of our parents
was a scientist, but both
emphasized education and
excellence in everything we did,
and that certainly carried over into
running a lab. Our father is a
librarian who always encouraged
us to read everything we could get
our hands on, and my mother is
very smart and gifted at everything
she does. Both have very strong
work ethics; they are the kind of
people who finish things they start
and believe in accountability for
actions. The way they live their
lives and their values have carried
over into every aspect of my
career.
Gary: Elaine is right. The
combination of work ethic and love
of reading provided by our parents
alone suggests a potential pathway
for success as a scientist. Our
parents also instilled into both of
us a sense of competition, which in
our childhood years was
manifested by competition with
each other in many areas; this trait
has likely served us both well as
we developed as scientists.
What interesting experiences
have you had as sister and
brother in the same field?
Gary: As a junior faculty member
in the early 1990s, I recognized a
need to bring to my laboratory
sophisticated techniques of
genetic analysis relevant to my
proposed work with the Rb gene
and our development of a novel
fish model. The solution was to
send one of my PhD students to
Elaine’s lab to learn specific
techniques. Not only did this
initiate our ongoing collaboration
on BRCA1, it also was the basis
for the work my group
subsequently completed on Rb,
and the development of a new
vertebrate model for
retinoblastoma. On another
occasion, Elaine and I ended up in
the same platform session at a
scientific meeting. It was fun for us
to give the first and last papers of
the session and to watch my little
sister, whom I had never seen at a
scientific meeting, present. We
had to correct many colleagues
who assumed we were husband
and wife!
Elaine: We’ve been able to share
experiences and give each other
advice. For me, as the younger
sibling, this has really been
important. Gary has much more
administrative experience then I
have, and is very sanguine about
how to approach situations. I have
benefited a lot from his willingness
to share his experiences with me.
We’ve been able to work together
on a couple of papers where
phylogenetic approaches were
applied to understand the role of
missense changes in the breast
cancer susceptibility genes BRCA1
and BRCA2. Gary contributed an
array of rare and valuable samples
as well as information about how
the subspecies of various animals
relate to one another, while my lab
was able to do the lab analysis
quite quickly.
What single paper has
influenced you the most?
Elaine: You didn’t say “most
important ”, so I’ll be a bit narcissis-
tic and mention a paper I wrote in
the waning days of my graduate
education, entitled “Extraction of
Critical DNA Samples from Labora-
tory Bench Paper”. My fellow grad-
uate student Cheryl Maslen and I
had just completed an experiment
with cells infected with the SV40
minichromosome, which had taken
several months. Out of hundreds of
tissue culture plates we had iso-
lated about 1 m g of purified viral
DNA. Then I dropped it — all of it —
on the bench paper. So Cheryl and
I put our heads together and figured
out how to get high quality clonable
DNA out of the bench paper. It turns
out all the organic chemistry we
took as undergrads was useful for
something. We worked through the
night, wrote the paper the next
morning after demonstrating our
method to great success, and sent
it in to Biotechniques for publica-
tion. They took it right away and I
had enough DNA to finish my
thesis. Besides it’s intrinsic cute-
ness, the story means a lot to me
because it says never give up.
Gary: One of the best examples
for me is actually a book that was
published in 1992 entitled Sharks
Don’t Get Cancer by Lane and
Comac. The entire book was
based on the mistaken notion that
sharks are some how immune from
cancer, so the consumption of
shark cartilage by humans will
either prevent or treat cancer. It
was actually a thinly veiled attempt
by one of the authors to generate
more sales of shark cartilage, a
business in which he had deeply
invested. The book typified the
dangers of pseudoscience and is
noteworthy in only that its bogus
message was well publicized and
believed by a large segment of the
population. It is well known among
ichthyologists that sharks do in
fact get cancer, the first published
report appearing in the literature
about 100 years ago. This paper
shows the important need for
scientists to do a better job of
communicating to the lay public;
we need to develop ways of
teaching critical thinking and
reasoning skills to both those who
report the news, as well as those
who read and watch the news. As
a result of my frustration with this
book I worked with a number of
colleagues to set the record
straight about shark cartilage,
cancer and psuedoscoience. The
result , including documentation of
40+ cases of cancer in sharks and
related species, was recently
reported in Cancer Research.
What is the best advice you
have been given?
Gary: When I was a postdoc,
David Eaton advised me to always
be very careful when I chose my
collaborations. I have since learned
that the best collaborations are
those that create synergy much
greater than the sum of the
individual efforts. I have gained
most when I have collaborated
with individuals outside my area of
expertise on projects at the
intersections of our disciplines.
Elaine: “Bet on yourself”. There
is a whole world of people out
there willing to second guess you
and talk you out of trying new
things. Always go for the most
challenging roads, the most
difficult tasks. Define new systems,
think about new ways to analyze
old data, branch out and form new
collaborations. There is no greater
death to a scientist then boredom.
Don’t let that happen to you. If
what you are doing is not
challenging you, you need to be
moving on.
What is next for you?
Elaine: I’m moving to NIH to take
over the position as Branch Chief
of Cancer Genetics. My lab will still
tackle questions related to the
underlying genetics of breast and
prostate cancer. We will also
continue to study population
structure in dogs and map cancer
genes in various breeds. But we’re
also interested in studying growth
regulation and plan to work with
Gordon Lark and his group at the
University of Utah to study the
roles of various loci in making big
dogs big and little dogs small. We
hope this work will have
implications for understanding
fundamental processes of
mammalian development and
regulation. The opportunities at
NHGRI are amazing. The Institute
holds an eclectic set of colleagues
who have expertise on virtually
anything I can think of and an
enormous willingness to share. I
very much look forward to
beginning my life there as a Senior
Investigator and Branch Chief.
Gary: Some would say I am
moving to the ‘dark side’ as I
continue along a career path in
university administration. I am
moving to the University of Hawaii
as their next Vice Chancellor for
Research and Graduate
Education. To those critical of
individuals taking such a path, I
like to point out that, for me, while
science has been the most ‘fun’,
research administration has been
the most rewarding. It has been
my experience that the critical
thinking and reasoning skills we
hone as scientists are invaluable in
university administration.
Administrators who can remember
that they are merely extensions of
their faculty and can remain fair
and objective can really make a
difference. I will also attempt to
maintain my laboratory, and
initially continue to coordinate the
Coral Genome Project. In
response to our white paper,
NHGRI has begun pilot
sequencing of three coral species
with plans to pick one for full-scale
sequencing.
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